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By FRANCOIS SULLY’

-+ v VIENTIANE, Laos — Early -
" .. " [-every morning, 70 small, high- .
;- | ly powered planes roar off
: from the Vientiane airport and
! head for “0ld Sam Soak Strip”
} or “Pop's Field” or certain
- other tiny cledrings deep in the
' Laotian :
. “Sometimes no one can tell
-, whether a site Is closed or
. open,” says one of the pilots,
"+*“You get there and circle the
.- place, looking for any suspl-
- clous sign. If no one shoots,
- you take your chance and land
v-and keep the engine running :
‘1 until a friendly face shows,up."” -
'. The planes bear tha discreet
" markings of Air America—bet-
_ter kmown in some circles as
*“CIA Airlines.”
-“"Nominally, Air America is a
~privately owned company’
. which does all its flying in
Southeast Asla and all of it
! under contragt to the U.S. gove

" Itsignment is to assist in the
. half-acknowledged U.S. war
¥ commitment in Laos, As a civ
: vilian organization,.it can cir.
" ’cumvent. the 1962 Geneva,ac-

- tary alreraft from Laos but;
. - } permit air activity by civilian ;

" { planes, i
. - And-Air America is about as’

,bind National and ‘ahead of’

" |. Noitheast in the number of its,’g

| planes and personnel.
YR * % ®

: I Last year Air America car- l

- ried 11,000 passengers, 16,000

.. | cargo. It also dropped $4 mil- ;
-f-Hon worth' of rice to 150,000
: - refugees in Laos, and flew in
D several hundred Thai troops to
< | help defend the Long Cheng
.- }-outpost against Communist a
tack, )
. More to the clandestine
point, the airline is available to
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. their mission is completed, -
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drop ‘individual agents behiad{

-the North Vietnamese lines in
-1 Laos—and pick them.up when |-

U
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e] Viet Cong prisoncrs,

‘by the Green Berets to supply :

Montagnard mercenaries.

i Well-informed observers be-
lieve that Air '‘America has
-gone even further: That it reg-
ularly picks up agents in North
Vietnam, that it puts U.S. Spe-
. cial Porces teams into Laos,
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that it parachutes infiltrators .

into Cambedia, and that it flies
infelligence missions along the
Chinese coast, ' '

All this, and private enter-

“prise, too, For Air America is
part of a_ complex corporate.

Pacific Corp., with headquar-
ters in Washington, D.C. Iis
president is George A, Doole
.Jr.,, 60, a large, amiable ex-.

special sort of used-car sales-
man laugh’ as -he avoids an-

- gwering questions about his ore |
! ganization’s tles to the CIA, ~ [* _
“What ‘we do,” he ‘says, “is | real. Pilots have been killed on]

{ g::gfftgg' have bfeﬁlcaptured,ﬂ -the CIA conneclions.
y O §im)] isape'is ¢ o '
peared. They ‘earn pu’{e:r“iiﬁ.' : We operate on a. you-call
gh pay—up to §25,000:

best described as utilily flying,
We carry people' and things— |
; whatever the customer has far

1us, A Jot of romance . gets | year,
. cords which bar foreign mili- ' around -about our - activities,

‘but they'fe much more routine
:than you would think." -
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lhis Flying Tigers af

! ter World ,
War II, '

‘brisk business flying relief sup- :
‘plies into China—and fallen |

"refugees, and 6,000 tons of 'war lords and their loot out t0 " gutposts in the hills—and man- .

f

¢

{
1y
J

safety, Later Chennault sold
out, and since then the line has
been involved in most.of the
' wars it Southeast Asia. It fer
‘ried ‘supplies, jnto the . French
‘in Vietnam in the 30s and bas

_organization, headed by the ;

.Pan American pilot who has a

'+ Many of ‘them - fly for thei
vl ;?o;ley,thbut gerhaps m(‘z"m do:.
' : ..t tor the, adventure—or 'sim- ' toward a placard emblazoned
N Alr America is an offspring | Ply for the joy of flying with- * with Air x)Amcrlca,'as mottos’
© ) active as an airline can be.:'of Civil Air Transport (CAT), jout having to obey the bureau- | “Anything,.
++ 7 }Indeed, it is one of the largest ithe company formed by Gen, : cratic rules imposed on-mili- ]
..~ [ of .U.S. lines, ranking just be-i Claire Chennault and some of; tary pilots. And some" look ;

upon it as simply anothe;' job,. 3=

In its early days, during the !:Morehouse, a retired Air Force:| . . e

" +'Chinese revolution, CAT did a ‘ljeutenant - colonel

Government in

=d *boen supplying anti-Communist |
st s'mce\é.';

. forces in Laos at lea
.+ 1962, , . _
{i Nowadays, Air America uses.
"“{win-engine Volpar Beechcrafts,
.and Swiss-built Pilatus Porters.
‘It has about 150 of them and
-‘some 600 pilots to do the flying.
Some of the executives like
‘ to say the pilots are recruited
mostly ‘among civilian crop;
dusters, Alaskan bush pilots,
{ and similar figures from the,
| geat-of-the-pants flying era, Ac-|
tually, most are service vet-
-erans, and in some cases even
their “veteran” status js in
doubt., Pilots have.moved di-
rectly from the Air Force into
Air America and then back
into the service again. Some
have eveq been given U.S, dec-
orations—albeit in private cere-
monies—for their heroic pér-
formances while serving in the
private organization, <
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Into Lao:

Frequently, the ’aircralt
have been mobbed by panicky
Meo tribesmen, anxious to ese
cape from a village before the
arrival of Communist troops.
When this happens, the pilot
pulls up the ladder and bat..
tens down the aircraft until
things quiet down on the land-
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i “These men are highly ex-
perienced professionals,” says
one executive, ‘“They fly 8 fo
10 hours a day over mostly un-.
charted mountains with almost
1o navigational aids, They face

ous approach winds, .rough
terrain, bad' weather in the
rainy seasons, and blinding fog
‘in the dry seasons,”

The herolsm. is often very

tively .hi
untaxed, -
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{ who run Air America play

Mostly, however, the men

down the drama, along with

we-haul basis,” says the line’s
_general manager in Vientiane,
James A, Cunningham Jr. “We
don't go info details, We don't:
ask for credentials.”

And : wordlessly he, gestures

‘Anytime,
where—Professionally.”
1 Neviwosk Fosturs Gorvics
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Lanky, * 48-year-old , Clyde |

] ., Spends a
good portion of his time ferry-:
‘ing Laotian officers to remote”

ages to seein bored by it all.

. “Once you've seen a couple
of - ‘these .mountain . valleys,"|
you've:.,

ays, ...
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+I* Tt hap also been used by the} .
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them all,"” he i




